‘Life Space Mapping’ as an Innovative Method in Career Counselling for Refugees, Asylum Seekers and Migrants  by Słowik, Aneta
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  114 ( 2014 )  80 – 85 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.12.661 
ScienceDirect
4th World Conference on Psychology, Counselling and Guidance WCPCG-2013 
 ‘Life space mapping’ as an innovative 
method in career counselling for refugees, asylum seekers and 
migrants 
Aneta Słowik, PhD*,  
University  of  Lower Silesia, Faculty  of  Education 
53-609  Wrocław, Wagonowa 9, Poland 
Abstract 
         Migration is likely to see as an everyday decision which does not require any preparation. It can be taken without any 
reflection and plan. Nowadays people believe that it is possible to choose where and when they would like to live. An 
impression of being mobile and able to construct a career in a flexible space is without doubt the one of major problem of a 
contemporary society. In order to help human being to construct his career and respect a new paradigm for career 
construction, I proposed for career counsellors one of an innovative method called ‘life space mapping’. This method is based 
on multicultural counselling which respects life experiences and cultural values of the counsellee. In a friendly atmosphere, 
career counsellor work with client based on principles such as: a cooperation and communication through dialogue, 
comprehensive and metaphorical thinking, meaning-making and active participation of the help seeker. As a qualified career 
counsellor, I had an opportunity to use ‘life space mapping’ in career guidance and biographical counselling with refugees, 
asylum-seekers and migrants to accompany them to value their biographical  and professional experience (formal, non-formal 
and informal) for constructing their careers. This method not only emphasizes on counsellee`s behavior but on their 
retrospective reflection and a co-construction through personal discourse in a social environment. In this article, I would like 
to present a theoretical framework of ‘life space mapping’. Then, practically explain the way and procedure to work with 
counselees by using this method. 
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1. Introduction 
         During the conference Vocational Designing and Career Counselling: Challenges and New Horizons
which took place in Padua from 12th to 14th September 2011 with the parrticipation of research-founders and 
members of the Life Design International Research Group -  L. Note, M. Savickas, J. Guichard, S. Soresi, R. Van 
Esbroeck, M.-E. Duarte, A. Van Vlanen, (Savickas et al. [1], one of the main discussions concerned the necessity 
of expanding the understanding of the contemporary mechanisms and processes of career construction in liquid
modernity (Bauman [2], [3]).  
         In this uncertain space most often get lost such counselles who originate from different cultural areas 
(migrants, refugees, persons who seek asylum). Actually, in connection with mass migration of people who 
* Corresponding author name. Tel.: +0048-515030558  
   E-mail address: aneta.slowik.uls@gmail.com 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
81 Aneta Słowik /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  114 ( 2014 )  80 – 85 
search for jobs and better life, they become a group of strangers, disturbing, seen as not very friendly, and 
endangered of abusing. These persons, especially in the situation of ‘floating’ (Bron [4]), are exposed to the 
manipulations by the ‘wizards’ (magicians) - counsellors  who promise not only safe ‘transfer’ to the promised 
land-paradise, but also ‘financial  protection’  in return for assistance in organizing the way of living in the new 
culture. These counsellees face difficulties that come from ‘the freedom’  to be creators (designer) of their own 
life (design), and also deliberate use of unplanned and planned biographical events (Learning Theory of Careers 
Choice and Counselling - LTCC), (Krumboltz [5]), (Krumboltz & Levin [6]). They also face the need of 
(re)construction (re–design) of complex, hybrid identity (Guichard [7], [8]), (Kriwas [9]), and also with the 
searching for an individual forecast of the course of career while taking into consideration the cultural context of 
both the host culture and of the culture of origin  (people in context), (Rossier J., Zecca G., Stauffer S.D., 
Maggiori C., Dauwalder J.-P. [10]), (McMahon & Watson [11]). These requirements ‘forced’ upon the 
individuals bring with them the need of searching for assistance from both the non-formal counsellors in the 
everyday life as well as from institutional ones.  
          In my article I would like to describe one method used in the multicultural counselling practice rooted in 
the conception Life Designing, put in a socio-dynamical perspective, and based on constructivism. This method 
takes into account and puts stress on the educational potential of human life (e.g. the conception of the 
biographical learning by Peter Alheit [12],[13], the theory of the existential learning by Peter Jarvis [14] ). It is 
found in the methodology of the Francophone biographical research (des histoires de vie) (Pineau & Le Grand 
[15]), Lani-Bayle & Słowik [16]), Dominicé [17]), Niewiadomski [18]).   
 
2.  Methodology 
 
         The creator of the method life space mapping is considered to be R. V. Peavy (1997 [19]) who through 
observation of the function of persons who come from other cultural environment has remarked their difficulties 
in the process of integration in the hosting culture. The counsellees couldn’t understand the context of the host 
culture, because they saw it as ‘too demanding’, hard to be grasped or ‘disturbing’ the construction of their own 
life. At the same time they notice their own limitations that come from being fixed in networks (ethnic ghetto). R. 
V. Peavy ‘built’ a tool based on the method of visualization, in which the counsellee paints and draws on paper 
some important for him/her biographical events. The graphical representation of one’s life there are words, 
symbols, things and persons which are positioned in the past, the present and the future, and represent and refer 
to significant for him/her biographical situations and experiences. The researcher also puts stress on the fact that 
visualization helps in overcoming the fear and the resistance felt by the counsellee. Forms, surveys, 
questionnaires are submitted to be filled in; ‘ready’ advices which are spoken ‘fast’ by the counsellor in the 
native language, e.g. the threshold, in the course, in the corridor create counselling noise and chaos, in which the 
‘non-traditional’ counsellee lose his/her subjectivity even more. Furthermore, in some culture the profession of 
the counsellor is unknown. The people who come from countries in which a totalitarian system exists could 
interpret the meeting with formal institutions as endangering their own safety and will believe that submitting 
information could be used against them in an instrumental and non-ethical way. A counsellee who tries to attain 
asylum status is afraid of being found by the police, and in the case of non-compliance he/she could be deported. 
The work on the ‘pictures’ of one’s own life not only makes more certain his/her ontological safety, but also is 
inspirational (as a starting point) for free construction of their own life, which, according to Z. Bauman, shouldn’t 
necessarily be read as ‘old story of a group belonging from birth’ [because they- addition by A. S.] do not seem 
credible, demanding narrative of identity in which we tell ourselves about where we come from, who we are now 
and where we are going to. This type of stories are necessary for restoring the lost sense of security, to rebuild the 
lost trust […]’ (Bauman 2011 [20]).    
        R. V. Peavy [19] has proposed that the counsellee will prepare three circles referring to one’s own past, 
present and future. They should be distributed in such a way in which they do not interfere with the others. 
Between the circles which represent the ‘experience’ in the present and the future there must be drawn a ‘ladder’ 
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(a rainbow arc), which represents the steps and tasks undergone by the counsellee. These steps and tasks could 
assist the realization of his/her plans and dreams ‘drawn’ in the circle connected with the future. 
 
Figure 1 Graphical design of the method of life-space mapping created by R. V. Peavy. 
 
                                
       The use of this method requires from the counsellor and the counsellee to stick to several principles which 
are agreed between them in jointly-made contract. The creator of the method of biographical mapping pays 
attention to the fact that the fundament of the process of assistance as understood in this way is activity, 
involvement and cooperation of the two subjects in the counselling situation. Furthermore, the counsellor has to 
adopt an attitude of initiating and inviting a conversation which could be called let me be educated about yourself 
(I want to understand you, your biography even if it is unreadable, vague for me). The work with this method 
assists the ‘construction’ and the searching for the meaning of a situation and experience ‘occurring’ in the 
present (‘here and now’) by the counsellee. In turn, the modification of the expectations and responsibilities 
which he/she wants to pursue in the future does not depend only on what is occurring in the present, but also on 
the character of liquid modernity (Bauman [2], [3]). This way of exploring the ‘network’ biographical structure 
through life space mapping could have educational value for the individual if the use of metaphors and 




          As a researcher I decided to check the ‘effectiveness’ of this method using it several times: during 
international workshops, as a visiting lecturer, didactical classes (in Greece and in Hungary) for counsellors-
practitioners, I and II year students of counselling studies, academic teachers and administration staff members 
from the network Euroguidance. 
         In Greece† I asked the participants to take the roles of a counsellor and a counsellee, where the 
counsellee was a refugee, an emigrant or a person looking for asylum. The workshop were conducted in English 
language thanks to which playing the roles by the participants was much easier as well as understanding the 
difficulties (e.g. language barriers) during the work with a ‘non-traditional’ counsellee. The participants in the 
workshops put stress especially on the efforts put in the desire for mutual understanding besides frustration, 
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? 
 T H E    P A S T  T H E    P R E S E N T  T H E    F U T U R E 
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moderator, I noticed that the process of counselling talks evolve from the words ‘I cannot speak with him!’, 
‘He/she does not understand me!’, ‘How to answer him/her!’, to finding alternative ways of communication and 
beliefs; that the ways to talk in such situations are different than the content of the talk itself. Communication is 
not only verbal: the gestures with hands, the body language, the smile, repeated several times by the 
communicators and written on cards with big printed letters and the ‘exit beyond the desk’ of the counsellor. 
Each of the participants in the workshops who played the role of a counsellor and a counsellee pointed out that 
from the side of the counsellor it was the most ‘blocking’ behaviour when he showed (non-verbally) uncertainty 
and nervousness (sweat on the face, nervous movements of the hand, stuttering, lack of eye contact, asking 
another counsellor for linguistic help, lowering of head, silence, use of dictionary, aggressive repetition of 
sentences or refusal to interact). 
         The counsellees were drawing their own life space map on a big sheet of paper. With this in mind, they 
took different places in the hall (for example, the floor, spacious table), because, as the participants in the 
workshops noticed, such way of work gives opportunity for: ‘comfortable, less rigid, and very free partner 
relations’. Another person added: ‘In such pairs you could allow yourself to make mistakes; there is enough time 
to seek various ways and methods for understanding; to laugh at the linguistic misunderstandings and to set 
yourself free from the ‘corset’ of the instrumental, automatically accepted scheme of behaviour’.  
         During the workshop in Hungary I again asked the participants to take roles of a counsellor and a 
counsellee. Similarly (as in Greece), the conduct of the counselling conversations in a foreign language (English) 
made easier the making of an authentic meeting with a counsellee who originates from different cultural 
environment. Counsellors-practitioners, researchers in counselling, lecturers, administration workers at the 
network Euroguidance (from Latvia, Austria, Hungary, Germany, Slovenia and Slovakia) worked on 
biographical maps where symbols chosen by them became inspiration for talks about experienced situations, 
meetings, experiences from the past, from the present and expected to happen in the future. The participants did 
reflections on the life space maps, putting on the different steps of the ‘ladder’ actions, changes, steps which they 
want to do in order to realize their plans in the future, their dreams. At the same time, as the counsellee noticed, 
the reflections on decisions led to the opposite result. The utterance of the biographical scenarios led to their 
modification: ‘maybe I don’t need it at all?; I choose this, but I put the drawings in the lower part of the circle as 
a goal which is not so important in my life…; actually I will erase it from my present and future, I know that I 
must accomplish it, but it is not that I really want from myself and my future; I only tell myself aloud that maybe I 
don’t want it at all; yes, plans are important, but my feelings, people’s desires, also are important’. The presence 
of the counsellors (here as much intercultural as possible) also was significant, because they were asking 
questions, were using techniques for active listening, knew the biographical structure set in other cultural 
contexts. The respect to the Otherness helped the counsellee to ‘see’ the reality, habits, the routine of the hosting 
culture, which makes the process of integration easier, but also ‘protected’ from the illusory expectations from 
the future. The counsellee did comparison of the meanings and interpretations of chosen symbols, sought 
similarities between the maps constructed by themselves (because the participants were changing their roles), got 
to know each other while at the same time they were rejecting stereotypes, fictions, barriers through contacting 
with Others, learned ‘in practice’ some intercultural skills: in my future I will find the same thing which is in the 
present for Eva although we are from different countries… She is older than me; our conversation  wasn’t 
difficult, my advisor helped me to express my thoughts because she knew English better than I did; I didn’t have 
the feeling that I was talking with the same advisor with whom I spoke in my country, but rather with a partner, 
with a friend; I had another opinion about Slovaks, and what a surprise I got here; we talked very good, I found 
many common, similar things. 
          Similarly, as in Greece, the possibility of working on one’s own life space map on a big sheet of paper 
in the atmosphere of trust and intimacy, in a big hall (because the participants do not hear each other), in places 
chosen by them, was described by the counsellees  as one of the preconditions for conducting ‘good’ advisory 
talk: it was good that the others were not  listening to what we were speaking about ourselves; I didn’t know that 
the advisor could sit on the floor and to talk with me; we didn’t have talk over the table, but we were next to each 
other, like partners, sometimes looking at the map which I had drawn. 
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          During the feedback part of the workshops the participants said that the use of this method ‘requires’ 
from the counsellor to ‘leave’ the standard way of work. In their opinion, the search for various ways of 
communication and their individual ‘adaptation’ to every counsellee is fundamental condition for work with 
persons coming from other cultural environment. 
 
4. Discussion and conclusion 
 
        I think that this method gives the non-standard counsellees opportunity for analysis of their migration 
trajectory, which as I wrote earlier is characterized with discontinuity and instability. To be alone with your own 
biography, the construction of your own course of life through plastic materials gives counsellees an opportunity 
with good conditions for analysis and reflections, and, what is important, transfer a process of self-analysis of  
their needs and searching for independent solutions. This mechanism has been already characterised by B. 
Wojtasik in her model of liberal counselling (Wojtasik 2000 [21]). The understanding and familiarity with the 
mechanisms which exist in the reality of migrants is possible through undertaking the hard task of reading  
meanings of given situations and biographical events that take place in the new life environment. The counsellee 
not only identifies, but also discovers the consequences from the interpretation of the narrative realities which 
he/she constructs. Through using of re-telling life stories he/she aims to build a coherent biographical narrative, 
still experiencing its elusiveness and temporality.  
            Surprisingly, the character of the multicultural counselling situations which cannot be planned makes 
the counsellor, who works with non-standard counsellees, to work in the field of the pedagogy of transition 
(passage). There is no ready pattern of conduct, protocol of behaviour and conduct, for example too hastily, 
carelessly used and applied cultural codes could lead to misunderstanding between the counsellor and the 
counsellee. M. Jaworska-Witkowska writes about the life in extravagant and paradoxical pedagogies of transition 
which focus on the symbolic biographies, possibilities for transition (cognitive transfer) (Jaworska-Witkowska 
2011 [22]).  
        I think that the multicultural meeting between the counsellor and the counsellee is found also in the form 
of  lifelong learning. The counsellees who work with the method of life space mapping made a diagnosis of the 
resources in the field of skills for working with counsellees from different cultural origins. They participated in 
the practical development of competences for constructing career. With view to the meanings discovered during 
the counselling situation by counsellees from Patras and from Bled, it relates them to the category of inner 
learning (the conception of lifelong learning by R. Kidd) which could influence the modification of the attitudes, 
views, prejudices, the widening of the cognitive horizons. As H. Solarczyk-Szwec shows, this type of  learning is 
not the easiest one: ‘it gains energy from resistance, conflict (crisis) and it is strongly marked with emotions, and 
for that reason it could bring joy, satisfaction as well as pain, sadness, disappointment’ (Solarczyk-Szwec 2010 
[23]). It should be noted that it will not be incorrect to say that the counsellors from Bled and Patras performed 
well the task assigned to them. They were not only lifelong learners, but also experts (Alheit [12], [13]) in 
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